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A Safe Haven

The storied grounds of Jacob's Pillow Dance have a long
tradition of providing sanctuary. Originally a family farm in
the 1700s, Jacob's Pillow provided safe haven for the enslaved
escaping from the south as a station on the Underground
Railroad in the mid-1800s. Established as a dance retreat
in the 1900s, the Pillow continues today as a haven for
generations of dancers from many cultures and heritages
all over the world, including the African Diaspora.

Forty years before the Revolutionary War, the town of Becket was settled
by a group of farmers, and among these was Stephen Carter. Carter
named his homestead Jacob's Pillow after Jacob's Ladder Trail which
is now Route 20. Stephen Carter served as a selectman for 37 years, a
justice of the peace, and in 1848, the town of Becket's representative
to the state legislature and a presidential elector. Members of the
Carter family report that it was this upstanding citizen, termed a "violent
abolitionist,” who made his homestead a station on the Underground
Railroad, helping the Canada-bound enslaved. Two of the original
barns, reportedly where the escaping enslaved hid, still stand, and currently
contain The Pillow Store and the Bakalar Studio. The original farmhouse,
now called Hunter House, is used for administrative offices.

After 30 years of ownership by Arthur Morgan, then the President of
Antioch College, the property was purchased in 1930 by a friend of a

friend— namely Ted Shawn, the modern dance pioneer. Shawn's intent
was to create a refuge from city life and a place to create work for his
company, The Men Dancers. Barns became studios and performance
spaces, and living spaces were added. A renovated barn became the
Ted Shawn Theatre which was the first theatre in the country to be built
specifically for dance and is distinguished by seven immense timber
beams that were hand-hewn by African American local entrepreneur
Warren H. Davis. Asadata Dafora, one of the first to bring African
dance to the concert stage, performed during the 1942 inaugural
season. Dancers of the African Diaspora have been presented and
supported in their work at Jacob's Pillow ever since.

In celebration of its 75th Anniversary Season in 2007, Jacob's Pillow
engaged Joanna Haigood and the Zaccho Dance Theatre to revive
Invisible Wings, a site-specific work that connects the shelter provided

by the Underground Railroad and the Pillow's ongoing mission as a
sanctuary for dance. Originally commissioned by the Pillow in 1998,
this groundbreaking work uses the historic buildings and grounds of
Jacob's Pillow to extraordinary effect.

Among the programs that continue the Pillow's role as a safe haven
and allow choreographers and scholars to retreat from the vicissitudes
of daily life are Creative Development Residencies for artists, commissions
of new works, and Research Fellowships, as well as education and
audience engagement activities which support artists and audiences
alike. Today the Pillow presents an annual renowned festival of dance
with companies and audience members from all over the world, and
serves a broader mission of supporting creative development of artists,
preservation and education, while building audiences for dance
through free public programs.
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